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BOOK NOTES
DONALDJ. PISANI, WATER AND THE AMERICAN GOVERNMENT: THE
RECLAMATION BUREAU, NATIONAL WATER POuCY, AND THE WEST,

1902-1935, University of California Press, Berkeley and Los
Angeles, Cal. (2002); 3 9 4pp; $49.95; ISBN 0-520-23030-2,
hardcover.
Water and the American Government traces the reclamation program
from its birth in 1902 to the completion of the Hoover Dam in 1935.
The book discusses how the program evolved in the shadow of federal
bureaucracy and local interests, its emerging relationship with the
Bureau of Indian Affairs, and its importance in the development of
To illustrate his discussions, the author
hydroelectric power.
incorporates case studies of reclamation projects, including one study
of irrigation and community, focusing on Twin Falls and Rupert,
Idaho, and another on water and power, focusing on the Yakima
Indian Nation of Washington and the Pima Indians of Arizona.
In Chapter One, Saving Lives: Irrigation and the Ideology of
Homemaking, Pisani discusses the origins of the reclamation movement.
He contends that the program-the boldest economic and social
program ever to be initiated-began with the best of intentions: to
reclaim previously unusable land in the arid West, and on the
reclaimed land, create prosperous communities. The Reclamation
Act, signed by President Theodore Roosevelt in 1902, directed the
federal government to construct irrigation projects throughout the
West in hopes of the resurrecting the American farmer, the
centerpiece of the American economy. Pisani also points out that
Reclamation was not solely a western issue. In fact, the Reclamation
Act led to extensive development of irrigation throughout New
England and the South. The author then delves into the ideology of
Reclamation, incorporating a history of the "big three"-George H.
Maxwell, William Ellsworth Smythe, and Frederick H. Newall-and
their individual viewpoints of how reclamation should transpire, and
for what purposes.
Chapter Two discusses the political, economic, and legal obstacles
the reclamation movement faced. The Perils of Public Works first traces
the development of water law and its emergence as a state issue and
state law, and then turns to how the reclamation projects created
federalism conflicts because of their interference with state
administration of water rights. Next, the author describes the various
"turf wars" that occurred within the federal government. He describes
how the Department of the Interior was charged with administration
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of the program, but its projects incorporated and encroached upon
authority delegated to the United States Geologic Service, the
Department of Agriculture, and the Army Corps of Engineers. Lastly,
Pisani discusses the tension between federal, state, and private
reclamation. The Reclamation Act did not specifically delegate certain
tasks or issues to these different entities, so the process of reclamation
caused many feuds between the federal governments, the individual
states, and private water companies and irrigation districts.
Chapter Three, entitled Case Studies in Irrigation and Community,
examines the effects of reclamation on two agricultural communities
in the Snake River Valley of Idaho during the first few years of the
twentieth century. By focusing on these communities, Pisani gives the
reader an understanding of national water policies from a local
perspective. The author compares and contrasts Twin Falls, the
location of a private reclamation project undertaken by the Twin Falls
Land and Water Company, and Rupert, the site for the Minidoka
Project, a federal reclamation project. He emphasizes the cooperation
and conflicts among and between farmers, ranchers, and business men
who lived in the shadow of the elite-in Twin Falls, the officers of the
company, and in Rupert, the governmental bureaucrats. The case
studies leave the reader with an insight into how reclamation projects
shaped communities.
Pisani then turns his attention to federal reclamation from 1909 to
1917.
Chapter Four, An Administrative Morass, begins with an
explanation of how the reclamation program, administered by the
Reclamation Bureau of the Department of the Interior, fell under
heavy criticism for its failure to succeed in the face of tension between
advocates of centralized control and advocates of local control. The
author then talks about the introduction of politics to the reclamation
program-the intervention of Congress with legislation to lessen the
Department of the Interior's autonomy and its attempts to resolve
conflicts within the administration-ultimately resulting in the passage
of the Reclamation Act of 1914. In effect, the 1914 Act gave Congress
the right to choose projects on its own, as well as decide which projects
proposed by the Reclamation Bureau should be built. Pisani describes
the 1914 Act as a serious blow to the Bureau, but with crop and land
prices rising post-World War I, its administrators hoped it had survived
its earlier problems and would enjoy a time of growth and prosperity.
Chapter Five, Boom, Bust, and Boom, traces the reclamation
program from 1917 to 1935. During this period, America experienced
a surge in industrialization, which resulted in mass abandonment of
farms and rural areas. Many farmers failed to pay back their debt to
the federal government, and the debt was forgiven. Despite these
setbacks, Congress continued to push for new irrigation projects, even
though no new farmland was needed, and the program began
hemorrhaging money. In 1924, administrators of the reclamation
program began to admit its weaknesses and offer sensible remedies,
such as designing farms and communities before actual settlement and
providing settlers with low-interest loans.
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In Uneasy Allies: The Reclamation Service and the Bureau of Indian
Affairs, Pisani changes course and discusses the effects of reclamation
on Native Americans. Chapter Six first addresses the relationship
between the Reclamation Service and the Bureau of Indian Affairs,
and how reclamation served as a form of cultural imperialism with
respect to Native Americans. In this chapter, Pisani also describes the
Dawes Act of 1887, which forced allotment on tribes as means of
ending their dependence on the federal government, but produced
the direct opposite effect. Lastly, the author provides an overview of
Indian reserved water rights and their legal foundation, the Winters
doctrine.
Chapter Seven, Case Studies in Water and Power, examines two
Indian tribes greatly affected by federal reclamation. Pisani first
describes the Yakima Tribe of Washington, who, before white settlers
came to the area, survived on a diversified system of hunting, fishing,
gathering, and agriculture that enabled the tribe to easily adapt to
times of drought. With the onslaught of reclamation, however, the
Yakima were forced to abandon their varied lifestyle and focus on
agriculture. Compelled to desert their lands for life on a reservation,
their ability to fish was greatly reduced through irrigation, increased
diversions by white settlers and the fencing-off of riparian lands. Pisani
explains that most of these actions occurred at the hands of the
Reclamation Service. He then discusses the Pima of Arizona, and how
they were much more inclined towards agriculture before whites
settlers arrived. However, like the Yakima, the Pima were forced to
abandon much of their land; and due to diversions by reclamation
projects and white settlers, their water supply quickly diminished. The
author explains that although the Reclamation Service and the Bureau
of Indian Affairs claimed they were protecting the Pima, their efforts
changed a once self-sufficient people into one dependent on
government rations to keep them alive in the face of starvation. The
author's discussion of these two tribes presents a bleak picture of the
duplicitous nature of the reclamation administration.
Pisani then shifts gears and discusses how reclamation projects,
once used only to provide irrigation for agriculture, became creatures
of "multiple use"-they began to provide flood control, and more
importantly, power. Chapter Eight, entitled Wiring the New West,
examines the electrification of the West, beginning with the first
hydroelectric plant built at Niagara Falls. Pisani then moves into a
discussion of national hydroelectric policy from 1902 through 1917;
including how, during this time, Congress claimed jurisdiction over all
navigable waterways in order to implement its policy. Next, Pisani
turns his attention to the 1920 Water Power Act and the early
beginnings of the Federal Water Commission. After providing this
background, Pisani links the development of hydroelectric power and
the Reclamation Bureau with a discussion of this relationship before
the building of the Boulder (now Hoover) Dam. Although the Bureau
perceived the high value of hydroelectricity, it faced a limited budget
and opposition from private power companies, making its entrance
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into the power market a struggle. However, Pisani explains that with
the building of the Boulder Dam, the Reclamation Bureau became a
major player in the development of large-scale public power.
Chapter Nine, Water Politics, 1920-1935, addresses federal water
policy in terms of irrigation, flood control, and transportation. Pisani
describes this period as a "new era" in water policy-rivers were no
longer treated as disjointed parts of states or territories, but as units.
Pisani explains that at this time policyrnakers begin viewing the
nation's rivers as an integral part of its economy. He concludes this
chapter by describing the Great Mississippi Flood of 1927 and how it
shaped modern federal flood control policy.
Pisani concludes his book by weaving together the various issues
In Chapter Ten, Conclusion: Retrospect and
previously examined.
Significance, the author extracts three central themes from his
discussions that he believes characterize federal water policy from 1902
to 1935: a movement to transform natural resource into predictable,
manageable, and measurable unit; continental imperialism; and the
difficulty of maintaining centralized control and vision within a system
He closes by
designed to protect and promote local interest.
discussing the long-lasting effects of reclamation on American
government, and how reclamation markedly changed the nation. In
the end, Pisani claims that the federal government, through its water
policy from 1902-1935, consistently represented the values, ideals, and
aspirations of the nation, despite its times of weakness.
Water and the American Government provides a rich and detailed
history of national water policy during this dynamic time. The book
offers the reader multiple, varied perspectives of both the period and
of water policy. Pisani presents his information in a way that first lets
the reader decide what worked and what did not, before providing his
own thoughts. This book is a great resource for anyone interested in
the settlement of the West and the history and development of western
water law.
Kate 0. Lively

DIANE RAINES WARD, WATER WARS: DROUGHT, FLOOD, FOLLY, AND
THE POLITICS OF THIRST, Riverhead Books, Penguin Putnam Inc.,

New York, N.Y. (2002);
hardcover.

280pp; $24.95;

ISBN 1-57322-229-1,

While Ward's title evokes images of human warfare over water, it
refers more to humanity's unending war against nature. With an easy
clarity in her writing style, Ward surveys continuing struggles over
water in a series of topical case studies, ranging from low-lying coastal
communities' perpetual struggles to hold off the sea, to desert
communities' increasingly desperate struggles to maintain their
supplies of usable freshwater, to embattled riparian communities,
whose sustaining rivers, every so often, rise up and flush them out.

